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ABSTRACT
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Non-Thesis (ML 597) Project

Abstract
In a world where image is a pervasive part of society, research shows that the
presentation of a personal image plays a critical role in the psychological and social
contexts of leaders. The hypothesis of this study is that the image a leader projects can
have significant influence over the perception of their capabilities, and the role that image
plays is even more critical in female leaders. By being aware of image as a projection

of

their leadership qualities, a leader can make best use of the impression that they present.
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Personal Note

When I first started to explore the idea of the role that image plays in everyday

life, it was long before I had stepped foot in an MAL program classroom. As a young
woman I left home for the first time to go to college and obtain my bachelor's degree.
This is a common scenario for many young adults. However, I, seemingly unlike some,
did not really know or understand at the time where I wanted to focus my academic

efforts. I had always been

a good student in several areas. However, when

I really

explored what I enjoyed studying and what felt challenging, it was reading plays. The

works of William Shakespeare, Harold Pinter, and numerous others, took my imagination
to a place that let me feel free to explore what human emotions are capable of,, what sort

of adventures fantastical surroundings can provide and why the experience would matter
to anyone in the first place.
Throughout my childhood I was shuffled around from school to school and town
to town because of the nature of my father's work. Each time I moved into a new place, I
had the chance to start over and re-create myself for this new population.

If I were

unhappy with my interactions in the previous school, I would try something different for
the next. It occurred to me at a very young age that I could have direct control over the

way that my peers perceived me. Because of my youth and immaturity, this was no easy
task to master. But this notion that we are the person that we create has stuck with me

throughout my life.
Some may see this as a lonely existence, but I actually feel that through this

thorough exploration I have gotten to know myself very well. I feel comfortable
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presenting my authentic self in every situation. Some might simply chalk this up to a
certain level of confidence, but I attribute it even more so to a deep level of selfknowledge.

As a burgeoning young theater student, I was allowed to fully embrace different
personas, whether through performance or through intellectual
and wiser, I used this intellectual knowledge to

study. As I grew older

try and empathize with those I worked

with and use this skill as a way to get to the heart of matters. When I decided to begin the
Master of Arts in Leadership program at Augsburg, I was thrilled to see courses listed

with titles such as "Personality Systems and Theories" and "Women and Leadership". I
felt that I would be in

a place where

I could take the intellectual study of people's

emotions and characters into the real world.

Throughout my studies in the Leadership program I have held on to the notion
that you create the person that you want the world to see. I noticed from my peers and

through my working interactions, the varying ability of people to understand this idea the
way that I did. When presented with the opportunity to choose a topic in Leadership
studies, I knew that I had to further explore the role of image in our society.

Being a woman, and a young one at that, I have noticed that there can be great
disparity in the way I am treated based solely on how I have presented myself for a
particular occasion. Because this judgment is a fact of life for me, as it is for anyone, I

felt that women were burdened with the brunt of more demanding and compartmentalized
roles. I have chosen to explore the role of image and perception in female leadership
because I feel strongly that is not something that anyone can ignore, but can be used to

the best advantage of an individual. Furthermore, I have always felt much strength and
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pride in being a woman and possessing the unique qualities of femininity. I don't feel
that anyone should have to give up anything about being himself or herself in order to
navigate through the leadership ranks of the working

world. I simply

seek to understand

what makes us so aware of the outward characteristics of those around us and why certain
characteristics make a difference in this perception.

Much like the childhood play-acting that we all take part in, the larger global
stage is a world that we all must navigate as adults. Some of the wisest words I have

come across give advice about knowing who you are and being the best at it that you can.

Throughout my career I hope to help people understand why it is important to heed this
advice and how to use their own god-given characteristics to their best advantage.
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Introduction
Im'age: a (1) : a mental picture or impression of something <had a negative
body image of herself> (2): a mental conception held in common by members of a group
and symbolic of a basic attitude and orientation <a disorderly courtroom can seriously
tarnish a community's image ofjustice
Herbert Brownell> ("An encyclopedia
brittanica," 2011)

Image plays a distinct role in how a leader is defined and qualified by those he
wishes to lead. It is crucial for a leader to be aware of their image to utilize their strengths
and minimize their weaknesses. There are physical, presentational, verbal, attitudinal,

emotional and action-oriented ways to produce and cultivate certain imagery. Because of
these things,

it is of great importance that leaders pay attention, not just to what they are

presenting, but how they are presenting it.

As the definition states, image is a mental concept that has both psychological and
practical components. How we draw conclusions based on the image of another has much
to do with these things. In our own mind, image is often a result of self-awareness and the
choices we make when presenting ourselves to the world around us. One of the most

important things we must understand about image is that we have no choice but to create
one

Hollywood stylist and author Bradley Bayou (2006) insists, "Clothing has a
language all its own.

It's like shorthand to help read and contextualize people we

encounter." (p. 26).It does a leader great disservice not to recognize that image is a factor
in the perception of oneself and others. Bayou states, "No, it is not always fair. And no,
we don't always draw the right conclusions about one another based on clothing choices.
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But with so many people out there, it's one of the few tools we have to help edit our
surroundings." (p. 28).

It is precisely because we have control over our image that we need to be aware of
how to navigate the role that it plays in life and in our ability to be leaders. Bayou (2006)
states that

it is not always fair, and to this extent we should

seek to understand the ways

in which our image may be understood by others and in which we may garner some
control over the outcome of the perceptions of our image.
Although the perception of image is applicable to all people, the literature studied
and the research undertaken in this paper

will

be focused on the question: what is the role

of image in female leadership? The role of image in the perception of female skills and
abilities and the role that image plays in the perception of female leaders will be of
central focus. It should be noted that the scope of this topic in-and-of itself is quite broad.
There are many different topical subjects related to the study of image, including

psychology, history, fashion, biology, and many more. However, for purposes of this
paper, the presentation of a woman's physical image
research

will utilize physical presentation

will be the main focus,

and the

as a tool to gather information about

perception.

In reviewing literature on the subject, only a few of these related subjects will be
explored. The first subject studied will be how the perception of the physical
components of image may affect an individual. On a small scale, how does perception

of

self affect the perceptions of others? Additionally, the cycle of perception and how it
relates to leadership

will

be of main focus. Of particular focus, is how stereotypes

of

women play into the projection of traits or, in some cases the miss-interpretation of skills,
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in female leaders and women in the workplace. Is gender a leadership issue? Finally,
literature

will

be explored that poses questions about the qualities of leaders and whether

they are intrinsic in nature or a result of extrinsic features, and how the perception

of

one's leadership qualities can relay leadership ability.
The research of this study

will explore

the relationship between how a female

professional portrays her physical image and why and how it may have an effect on the
perception of her leadership capabilities. This research investigates the relevance

of

personal image and image awareness of a potential leader so that she may control and
understand the image she projects. After the research has been analyzed, the results
be described and recommendations for further study

will

will be given.

Review of Literature
Image has always been a factor in the life of humans, and throughout the course

of modern society image has been woven into the fabric of our culture. In historic times
one could decipher the status of a person simply by looking at the clothes they were

wearing. You could tell if they were rich or poor, male or female, and perhaps, their
occupation. The way we dress as part of modern life is not so arbitrary as in the past,
although the way we dress in the current age has created more options than ever before.

Additionally, as humans, we have evolved to an extent that given the right opportunities,
a modern human can do or be nearly anything they

wish. Centuries

ago, our human

predecessors would never have anticipated that wealthy families would choose to look

like the general public or that super-models could be plucked from the depths of rural

a

J

Somalia and turned into fashion icons. Our modern world gives us a wealth of choices
that could never have been anticipated.
So, how then, do modern leaders distinguish themselves from others? In a time

where most people have access to the same goods and services,

if we are not able to rely

on the traditional markers of leadership characteristics, then how do we determine who is
a

leader? The simplest answer is to examine our choices. Does what we do or what we

wear make a difference in how people perceive our skills and abilities?

If there are clear

image-based delineations toward who a leader is, why might this be? And most

importantly, as a woman, are there any particular challenges in creating a leadership
image?

The following studies contain data that imparts a variety of perspectives in the
study of image and image projection. By examining different aspects of the concept

of

image and how it relates to leadership studies we can gain a greater understanding of the

relationship between the two. These studies are being examined because of the breadth
and depth of their relevance to the following areas: perception and women's images,

women's image and the workplace, and leadership and image. By analyzing the research
of the impact that image has on perception, we may begin to understand the link between
our choices, our selves, who we are as leaders and the world around us.

Perception and Women's Images

The following research explores the relationship of our image to our selfperception and how this may translate into what others perceive. The issue of appearance
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is of such significance in society that the psychology behind it cannot be ignored as a

factor in the way our abilities are interpreted. This pervasiveness has created a culture of
hyper-self-awareness that leads modern humans to internalize the impacts of outward
appearance. Although this hyper-sensitivity has an effect on both sexes, the studies
discuss how females may be more likely to be influenced by modern imagery.

The research of Dittmar (2005) summarizes some of the reasons as to why the

topic of image is so important for women and also an important topic in modem
psychology. "What the research suggests is that it is not so much socio-cultural pressures
per se that are detrimental in the long-term to individual's body image, but the extent to

which they come to internalize these pressures as beliefs, values, or ideals related to their
own appearance."(p. 1083). This internalization of pressures directly relates to how an

individual contributes to society. The psychological impact of these image-related
pressures has a direct effect on ability to overcome appearance related

"flaws".

According to this line of thinking, if one believes that her appearance is flawed, then she
is, in a larger sense, flawed. This does not take into account those who may not be so
affected by outside influence, or even those who have learned to use "flaws" to their
advantage. However, this study shows that there is a correlation between how an

individual thinks they should be perceived and their ability to do or be something that
they are attempting to do or be.
Appearance can affect our attitude, whether we have control over our perceptions
or not. The following study shows how the perception of appearance plays a role in the

positive or negative interpretation of information. Dean, Adams and Comeau (2005)
describe a comparison of the physical appearance of a female physical education teacher
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who appears to be a healthy weight and body fat percentage for her height, and a female
physical education teacher who appears to be obese. The study consisted of teaching a
six-week long physical education course to ninety-three 7th-gth grade students. Upon
completion, the group was administered a survey that measured how they perceived and
how they responded to their physical education teacher. One teacher's appearance was

'ofit" and the other teacher wore an artificially constructed "fat" suit. At the end of the
study it was noted that students responded with more positive attitudes about fitness and

their own health when taught by the o'frt" teacher. This study relates the importance

of

appearance and perceived health, and how perception actually played a role in the quality

of response and fitness education in the students of the study. Appearance of the teachers
played a direct role in the perception and response of the students.

A study by Solomon (1981) looks into several components of dressing for
success. Solomon conducts a research study that proves the subjects who dressed more

appropriately for a job interview situation were perceived more favorably than those less
appropriately dressed for the job interview situation. Solomon states, "Appearance, it was
suggested, is as important for the establishment and maintenance of self as is discourse;

it

contributes to meaning via identification and validation of the participants" (p. i).
Solomon asserts that a person's choice of clothing involves not just a physical choice, but

how appropriate the choice for the situation, the more interpersonally aware of their
attributed perception (p. 2). In fact, as Solomon believes, clothing choices are like our
personal contribution to the theater of the world and the created environments around us

(p. 9). The implications of this study go beyond the basic equation that if you look good
you will be successful. Instead it also delves into the psychological implication that the
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exact appropriateness of one's dress can be an indication of a mental state that is highly
attuned to the environmental effect of dressing appropriately. Perhaps, and without

overtly knowing it, traits may be applied to people based on the subtly of their choices in
dress. Therefore, the perception of their abilities may be in direct correlation.

Taking this concept a step further, a study done by Ibarra (1999), examines the
inception of "provisional selves" that test and grow a personal image as young or new
employees move up the career ladder (p.76a).Ibarra states, "Failure to convey
impressions or images that are consistent with one's social role not only diminishes one's
effectiveness in that role, but also cause the individual to lose the right to enact the role"

(p.764).ln the study, Ibarra interviewed several young professionals working for two
different large business firms about how their career growth was accompanied by u
conscious control of the projection of their personal image. One of the ways in which this
was accomplished was to observe successful role models. This allowed them to learn the
rules of display for many professional traits

(p.77fi.Ibarra

notes that, "Career

transitions in professional service work are particularly suited to exploring identity
construction processes because image displays are of such central importance" (p. 767).
The importance of this study is tied directly to professional benefit, "First, firm
performance depends on a professional's ability to sell their services to clients..." (p.
767). One of the pitfalls of the study noted by Ibarra was the lack of female role models.
The scarce representation of women in the senior ranks of both firms, for
example, constrained women's ability to find feasible or attractive matches in
observation and likely accounts for the fact that the true-to-self subgroup was

entirely composed of women (p. 786).
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The deeper impacts of this research imply a self-fulfilling prophecy theory wherein the
Iack of female role-models produces a lack of female leaders. These implications are

further examined in the evaluation of the next topic of studies examined.
The premise of a study by Haines and Kray (2005) believes that leadership and
social power are things that are ingrained as people grow up in society. Historically,
Haines and Kray assert that women have been trained to perceive that they have less

power, and, therefore, are less likely to pursue leadership positions, in most cases. In their
study Haines and Kray test the association of self-power relationships in men and
women. As they had thought, men more frequently gave themselves higher power
associations than did the women in the study. For this experiment they used different

trading and bargaining games, word associations and group associations. As they
predicted for all participants, "social power strengthened the association between self-

power and weakened the association between self and powerlessness" (p. 650). The
results of this study point dramatically to the fact that inherent leadership is about nurture
rather than nature and that social cues play a larger role than natural ability. However,
Haines and Kray state that their results also point to the idea that perception is malleable
and further influence and training can help to change these perceptions.

'Women, Image, and the Workplace

Gender-based stereotyping plays a large role in the attribution of leadership traits.

Women hold fewer management positions then do men. A study done by Sczesney,
Bosak,

Neff &

Schyns (200a) looks at how gender stereotypes may result in the
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incongruity between leadership roles in men and women. "When women break through
the glass ceiling to occupy leadership roles, they are in danger of biased evaluations that

originate from their non-conformity to the cultural definitions of femininity. In the
context of leadership for women, the violation of their traditional gender role results in
the dilemma of being too masculine or too feminine." (Sczesney et al. 2004).

In a study by Hopkins and Bilimoria (2007), the relationship between emotional
and social intelligence to gender is examined. The study sets out to show

if gender

is a

determining factor in the competency of leaders. And as such, the relationship between
these competencies and success as a leader is looked

at. The study measured the

emotional and social competencies of top-level male and female executives in financial
services, and contrasted it to the subjects' performance and success in the company. The
results of the study indicate that there is no significant difference between male and
female leaders in their emotional and social competencies, the only difference is that
male leaders were assessed as being more successful, even if their female counterparts
had the same equivalencies of competency. This difference is attributed to the

expectations of the role and the leader's gender, and they indicated the research
"establishes that additional criteria for success are applied to women leaders," they state,

It

seems that because women often are expected

to be less effective than men in

management situations, they must prove that they are more effective than men in
terms of at least some performance criteria. An imagined sex difference has
apparently led to some real differences in performance expectations (Hopkins and

Bilimori a, 2007 , p. 4).

9

Their study concludes that the socialization of leadership roles may be more signifrcant
than the gender of a leader. The emotional and social competencies of most leaders was

high, but the same for both genders of leaders. The study acknowledges that previous
research contradicted this finding, showing that there was a difference between male and

female leaders. The researchers attribute this disparity with a gender biased stereotyping

of the perception of leaders.
Another women's issue is a result of the effect of gender-based stereotype threats
on negotiation skills and outcomes. Kray et al. (2004) conducted a study to determine
whether there is an explicit link between gender and ability and

if it would affect the

outcome of two negotiation experiments (p. 399). Their research showed that "both men
and women are sensitive to the context of an activated stereotype and adjust their

behaviors accordingly (p. 408)." Both men and women were aware that there may be
gender stereotyping at play and they took this into account as they participated in the

negotiations. However, this sensitivity was skewed towards a more aggressive masculine
stereotype which proved more effective in overall negotiations. Participants were divided

into different groups and were asked to negotiate an employment contract. As was
consistent with their hypothesis, power was associated with better performance, the high

power negotiators did better than the low power negotiators (p. 404).
The high power negotiator obtained more of the resources when the masculine
stereotype was explicitly activated. The context of the activated stereotype

implies that having a high regard for one's own interests and acting assertively are
important for negotiation success (Kray, et al., 2004, p. a05).

t0

The implication for women in this scenario is that this type of behavior is inconsistent

with the classic female stereotype and is more consistent with a male stereotype fu.a05).
The overall repercussions of this scenario can be connected to the importance

of

awareness of the image you are projecting. In given situations there may be an advantage

to taking on certain stereotypes. This study, however, does not acknowledge the

individual differences in negotiating skills, as well as whether male or females were
applying "high power" negotiation tactics, simply that these tactics implied more
success. The conclusion can be drawn that rather than this being a gender issue, it may
be more of a personality issue.

A study by Kilbourne (1984) claims that the expectations that women have of
themselves as managers acts as a self-fulfilling prophecy. He claims that the stereotype

of

women not having the requisite managerial skills to become good managers leads to
women perceiving that a management role is not a viable option for self-fulfillment

(p.84). He states that it may be this lack of self-confidence in the pursuit of managerial
roles that creates a dearth of women in leadership positions because there are so few
stereotypes for women to follow that show success in managerial roles. He tested the

reaction that 77 women had to stereotypes in advertising and found that even when rolereversal was used (women in more managerial roles than men), women did not feel a

higher sense of self-confidence because they felt that their reality was incongruous with
the advertisements. Kilbourne admits that his results were somewhat exploratory and

could be expanded upon to a larger test sample. He does, however, state that it is still the
women's perceptions that are dictating their reality, rather than utilizing the reality that
has been presented to them.
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A study by Atwater, Brett, Waldman, DiMare & Hayden (2004) looks at whether
management roles are gender-typed. Although the number of women managers has
increased dramatically over the last few decades, women still hold relatively few top-

level management jobs (Atwater, et al. p. 191). The study goes beyond just the
perceptions that employees hold toward male or female bosses or the leadership styles

of

each gender, and looks at the perceptions of the specific roles required of the position

itself. The study tests the specific "sub-roles" that a management position entails. The
study collected data, through the use of a survey, from male and female business
students, most of whom had supervisory experience. The survey rated different

management sub-roles as either masculine or feminine on a measurement scale. The
results found that certain sub-roles held traditional connotations, such as problem-

solving, delegating and decision making as being more masculine traits and supporting,
rewarding and communicating being seen as more feminine traits. The results of the
study indicate that management roles can be seen as both masculine and feminine. Some

upper-level management jobs may contain more masculine sub-roles, and therefore lead
to the perception that men are better equipped to handle these tasks. Atwater et al. (2004)
conclude that these differing sub-roles "may assist in understanding why women face

difficulties in cracking the glass ceiling" (p. 198).

A study by Guadagno and Cialdini (2007) looks at the role of impression
management in organizations to see if there are substantial gender differences. They note
that there are significant gender differences in salary, promotion and corporate drop-out
rates. Guadagno and Cialdini's study examines "whether men and women have different

impression management goals and employ impression management tactics that are
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consistent with expectations based on gender roles" fu. a8a). Guadagno and Cialdini
define impression management, or self-presentation, as how people attempt to control the

specific way they come across to an audience, the tactics of which relate to an individual,
rather than organizational, perspective. Their theory is that men and women use different
impression management tactics. Some of the impression management techniques women
use can be counter-productive to career aspirations, such as apologies, conformity and

modesty. Guadangno and Cialdini also assert that when men or women go against
stereotype their impression management can be seen as a violation of expectations (p.
485). They also find that there is a difference in women's impression management, a

relinquishment to traditional gender roles that can have a negative effect on a woman's
career mobility. Their over-all recommendation for workplace policy and practice is that

gender issues are de-emphasized and employers become aware of ways to combat
sexlsm.

A study by Girard (2001) explores the relationships between female executives,
corporate culture and the role of body image and self-esteem in women. Girard asserts
that women "have had to continuously scrutinize and gauge their appearance by the
message

it sends about their effectiveness and credibility

l). Girard links

as managers or executives" (p.

the cultural development of female stereotypes to the current pressure on

women in society as a whole, and how this pressure extends to females who wish to enter
into executive level positions. Girard asserts that the pressure for women to maintain a

thin and young ideal has reached a peak in society and this societal desire for women to
be physically "ideal" has affected how women are actually treated when

it comes to

performance measures in a corporate setting. Girard claims that the ability to separate job
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perfonnance from physical appearance is much clearer when evaluating men than when
evaluating women, due to the pervasiveness of societal pressures. By interviewing
executive women, Girard is able to create a quantitative measure for which these

relationships could be studied. Girard's findings indicate that there is a difference in the
experience between male and female executives and the level of bias that women
executives experience is much higher in regards to body image and esteem.

This last study scrutinizes the relationship between societal perceptions of women
and how these trickle-down to perception in the work place. What this study assumes,

however, is that the workplace will automatically adopt that the societal ideal is the
desired ideal and in some workplaces this may not be the case.

Leadership and Image

In looking beyond the perception that a good impression, the right appearance, or
the natural characteristics that an individual possesses equal a good leadership candidate,

we can see that there are other means of impression management that result in the
positive or negative connotation of an individual to a leadership role.

By examining the idea of leadership as a social and psychological construct,
research by Karp (2009), challenges the concept of leadership and asserts that leadership

is not so much based on perceived skill set, as it is based on an identity construction.

"The one who is recognized as a leader (being formal, informal, appointed or not) is the
one who has the capacity to influence the group." (p.

t4

5). Ka.p asserts that

a

leadership self (thereby leadership) is created by the interaction between leaders and

followers. The research takes a different approach to what it means to lead, arguing that
performance actions and responsibilities are not all that create the perception

of

leadership. Karp argues that,

...it is often

not possible to identify the prefened leadership attributes of the

"ideal leader" and then conclude that a person with the requisite attributes will
perform effectively as a leader and move the organization forward. This is
because how the leader performs

will

depend just as much on the kind

of

recognition and the kinds of responses of others as it does on personal affributes
(p.2).

By nature, the person who acts as though he is a leader will be seen as one. Karp
concludes that "The concept of leadership is hence the ability to mobilize the discipline
necessary to develop one's self by reflecting on identity in different contexts and

coupling this to acts of leadership."(p. 1). Although the conclusions take a self- motivated
approach to leadership construction, it does ignore the possibility that a leader may be

born out of circumstance and the option forthose members of the organization to practice
freedom of thought by determining that an individual's performance warrants the respect

of a leader. The perimeters of what constitutes "leadership behavior" are not clearly
defined in this study. However, this and the other studies show a clear relation between
outward factors affecting the perception of the inward on an individual basis. What is not
clear is whether this ability lies completely within the mind of the individual or whether

that is not as relevant, as long as one can get others (and to an extent, oneself) to believe
in a constructed perception.
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A study by Hogg

et al (2006), examined the specific attributes of leaders in

specific types of leadership roles. Their goal was to show that rather than looking at the
larger social system to which the leader is a patr, the individual characteristics of a leader
were more valuable to the perception of that leader. "Under these circumstances people

who are perceived to match the relevant in-group prototype are more likely to be
endorsed and to be able to lead effectively" (p. 336). The study also shows that groups

identify more strongly with leaders who have stereotypical attributes that fit with the
larger stereotype of what the group feels leaders should be, in their specific context.

A study by Schyns (2006),

comes to a similar conclusion. The study claims that

factors that are "in addition" to the leader's performance are factors in their evaluation (p.
189). The study claims that implicit ideas held by other people in the organization,

typically pre-disposed ideas about leadership and what a leader should be like, can affect
the career of a leader in their organization. Schyns states, "This means that people are not
a clean slate when they meet someone labeled leader, but instead have preconceived ideas

about appropriate characteristics of a leader" (p. I 89).

However, a study by Locke and Anderson (2010), proposes that o'too much"
leadership demeanor by an individual

will actually diminish

the ability of followers to be

productive contributors of their opinions and ideas. They believe that "...while leaders
who exhibit a powerful demeanor may boost their appearance of competence, they also

risk stifling follower voice precisely because they appear more competent." (p.l). They
contest that it is the non-verbal behavior of the person who is playing a leadership role

that is the most essential part of their leadership effectiveness. They quote a study which
found that, "...using high-power nonverbal behaviors enhanced perceivers' judgments of
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leaders' charisma and effectiveness

-

even more than the content of the leader's speech

or reported performance of the organization" (Awamleh

& Gardner, 1 999). Nonverbal

behavior which includes style, attire, gestures and manner of speaking were all used in
assessments of competence. Those who exhibited more of these non-verbal markers were

perceived to be more competent. However, in a test where leaders made a noticeably bad
decision the leaders who displayed the most leadership power traits were followed with
more consistency. The more powerful the leader appeared, the more unwilling the

followers were to disagree with their decision, even when the weakness of the decision
was palpable. The idea behind the study is to make leaders aware that although a

powerful demeanor is sometimes needed to relay leadership, too much power can
counteract the valuable input of those whom they are trying to lead.

How do you know who is a leader and who is not if appearance-related perception
is not a relevant or significant factor?

A study by Casciaro, et al (2009) investigates the

ways of recognizing emergent leaders by looking at their ability to perceive differences in
social networks in ways that are advantageous. They propose that leaders are often able

to discern minutia of social interactions more accurately and place themselves into an
appropriate network. "Accuracy in social network perception is broadly defined as the
degree of similarity between an individual's perception of the structure of informal

relationships in a given social context and the actual structure of those relationships"
(p.300). They stipulate that the social network to which an individual belongs can be a
source of their reputation and performance as a leader. With this line of thinking, they

propose that it is not only the perception of those around an individual that have to do

with their adherence to a perception of leadership, but that an individual can dictate how
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they are perceived by the social network that they belong to in the workplace. They imply
that a person who exhibits informal leadership within a group may actually be perceived
as a leader in that group, leading

to an eventual establishment of that individual as a

formal leader with requisite title and authority.
What would a leader look like if they were judged on being rather than doing or
having?

A study by Fry

and Kreiger (2009) argues that leadership is more than just an

image, it is a state of mind. The research examines the idea that leadership is a product

of

subtle and largely invisible inner feelings, thoughts, and intuitions. According to their
research, effective leadership is not just about image, but focuses on visions and values.

By looking at major spiritual and religious traditions over the last three-thousand years
the study finds the foundations for a being-centered model of leadership. The study
asserts that only on a basic level is leadership in the sensible/physical

world; there is

much more to leadership that can be found in the spiritual realm. Beyond the physical and
image oriented world, they state that a leader can evolve into a charismatic or

transformational leader by operating on the level of images and imagination to motivate
followers. They claim this will have a greater impact than operating at a physical or
administrative level alone (p. 1676). On one level, culture consists of visible artifacts
such as dress, office layout, ritual, symbols and ceremonies. However, at a deeper level
are values, attitudes, and beliefs that are discernable from how people

justify and explain

what they do (Schein, 2004). It is thus important for leaders to embody the core values
that are implied by their vision. (Fry and Kreiger, 2009, p. I 677)
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Summary

As these studies indicate, there appears to be a relationship between the
perception of leadership ability, appearance and gender. It is important that these

relationships influence further research. Through the study of perception and women's
issues we have learned that an individual's own perceptions, as well as external societal
pressures and assumptions, may affect her self-perception and her ability to influence the

perception of others. From the studies involving women and the workplace we learn that
there is often a relationship between gender and perception of skills and abilities.

However, we also learn that at times perceptions of skills and abilities may be a result of
pre-conceived cultural norrns or modeled behavior. Lastly, through the study

of

leadership and image we have been shown that image does play a role, in a variety

of

ways, in the perception of leadership and leadership abilities. These studies are of great
value in helping to understand the overlap between perception, gender and leadership.
They help us understand several ways in which there is correlation between perception
and presentation.

Only when we are able to determine how our choices play a direct role in the
perception of our ability to achieve leadership potential can we truly examine how this

may affect us as individuals. As a female, this ability is especially important, and, as
these studies show, it may be female leaders who have the most

difficulty overcoming

gender biases and stereotypes. The following research explores the ways in which

a

female can directly influence the perception of her leadership ability through her physical
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presentation, using specific choices in clothing, in order to further explore the role

of

image in female leadership.

Methodology

The research study
female

study

job candidate

will examine

the role of image in the perception of a potential

as though she were interviewing

will take both a quantitative

for an entry-level position. The

and qualitative approach to the research question: what

is the role of image in female leadership? The treatment of this research problem

will

analyze how gender, image, and perception play a role in the perceived ability of the
female

job candidate.
The primary purpose of this research is to analyze the relationship between how a

female professional portrays her image and the effect it has on the perception of her
leadership capabilities. By showing subjects a differing range of images, the subjects may
assess the leadership

potential of the female professional based on their intelpretation

of

her presented image. This part of the study includes research with subjects in a face-toface interview setting, allowing them to gauge the potential leadership capabilities of this
female professional based on her level of professional dress in an interview seffing.

A secondary purpose takes place through the collection of anecdotal information
from the study subjects by asking questions about the role of women in leadership. As
part of the interview process, subjects were asked a series of topically related questions.
The answers to these qualitative questions

will also be analyzed for their

relates to the topic of this paper.

z0

content as

it

Study Format

Interview subjects were contacted with an initial letter requesting their
participation because they were graduates of the Master of Arts in Leadership program at
Augsburg College and would, therefore, have some inherent familiarity with the topic of
women in leadership or leadership studies in general. Only students who had graduated
at least 5 years prior were asked to participate so that there would be no possibility that
they had previously been acquainted with the researcher. The study participants were
chosen based on their response to the request to participate in the study. Those who
responded first were given the opportunity to participate

first. The overall

respondents

were by majority female, and the study itself contains approximately 66% female
subjects and34o/o male subjects, as was consistent with the rate of initial response.

Twelve different subjects were interviewed, 8 women and 4 men.
The subjects were previously informed that they would be asked to participate in
a

brief face-to-face interview with the researcher and then would be asked to complete

a

survey. The subjects were not previously informed that a study was also being conducted
on their impressions of a presented female image.

For the study, the researcher acted as the presented female image (interviewer) in
a face-to-face interview setting

with the subjects. Three different images were used

amongst the twelve different subjects, and the image used was chosen randomly amongst

the l2 subjects. However, there was at least one male participant for each image and four
participants were interviewed, using each image.
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The first presented image, Look

l,

consisted of professional dress. The researcher

wore a grey pantsuit with a white button down shirt, a pearl necklace and sensible black
heeled shoes. Hair and make-up were done in a natural way and overall, the intention
was to produce a professional impression. The second presented image, Look 2, was that

of a more casual look. The researcher wore a yellow, faded, hooded sweatshirt, greygreen sweat pants with small stains on one leg, and white athletic socks with very worn

brown clog-style shoes. Hair was in a messy ponytail with a fabric hair-band, no jewelry
was worn and little to no visible make-up was worn. The overall look was intended to be

inappropriately casual. The third presented image, Look 3, consisted of a provocative
and sexy look. The researcher wore a black lace camisole under a red cardigan sweater.

The sweater was left unbuttoned to reveal a small amount of cleavage. This look also
consisted of a short black skirt that rose 2-3 inches above the knee, black patterned tights
and tall, black boots with a 3 inch heel. Hair was left down and loose and make-up was

applied heavily on both the eyes and

lips. Large gold hoop earrings were worn. The

overall impression was intended to be inappropriately revealing.
However, none of the outfits were presented as caricatures. They were presented
in a manner that is completely reasonable for the subject to believe that the interviewer

would dress as such. For the study to be effective, it was important that the researcher act
as the sole participant as a means to control

for as many factors

as

possible. The

researcher conducted herself in as similar means as possible while in each interview.

The initial portion of the study involved a set of face-to-face interview questions
on the subject of women in leadership, general leadership concepts and was presented to
the subjects in an interview setting either at their place of employment, a public location
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such as a restaurant, or at the office of the researcher. For the initial part of the interview
process, the subject was under the impression that they were being researched to answer

the interview questions, nothing more. The interview portion was

brief no more than

fifteen minutes, only long enough to make a solid first impression of the researcher,
acting as the interviewer. The intention of the interview questions was to gain anecdotal

information that seemed of relevance to the presented study, in order for the face-to-face
interaction to occur. Although the interview responses are of secondary purposes to the
study's overall goal, the answers of the subjects will be addressed and have helped to
provide additional research topic information.

Following the face-to-face interview, the researcher distributed a questionnaire to
the subjects. The questionnaire consisted of questions regarding the perception the
subject had of the researcher/interviewer's presented image. It was given to the subjects
and completed by them in privacy. The questionnaires were collected in sealed envelopes

with the only identifiers being whether the participant was a male or female and which
image the researcher had used. The participants were not informed of the overall

intention of the study until after they had completed the survey and the researcher had
collected it.
The hypothesis of the research is that a woman's image is a critical factor in the
perception of her professional and leadership capabilities. Because the researcher had
presented multiple images to multiple subjects, data can be gathered about their varying

perceptions through the qualities of the three images presented. By doing so, the
researcher has been able to isolate and evaluate whether different appearances hold a
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different perception of qualities and capabilities, sven though they appear on the same
person.

A copy of the survey, questionnaire

and recruitment letter, as well as detailed

descriptions of the researchers ensembles are attached in the appendix. The anonymity
and privacy of the interview participants is safeguarded within the research project. No
names or identity revealing descriptive elements

will

be included in the research results.

The study has been fully approved by the Augsburg College Institutional Review Board.
The survey

will

be interpreted using 2 different scales. Some of the questions

consist of a standardized response and others

will

will

be qualitative, based on personal

opinion. Both measures have been utilized in tallying results.

Assumptions and Biases

Although every effort is made to have a comprehensive, unbiased study, there are
a few assumptions and biases inherent in this research that should be addressed so that a

clear understanding of the results and the conclusions of the study can be made.

First, there are a few unalterable factors that will visually impact the perception of
the subjects regardless of the effort made to be as consistent as possible. They include:
the age of the researcher (in her twenties), the sex of the researcher (female), and the

racelethnicity of the researcher (Caucasian). To a different visual extent, the knowledge
that the researcher is currently a student, ffiBy play a role in assumptions about her
appearance.
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Second, there are some assumptive factors that, based on the face-to-face nature

of the study and pre-disposed knowledge of the participants, may also influence results.
These include: the education level of the researcher (participants are aware of her being a

Master's degree seeking student), the implication of a socio-economic status (by virtue of
being a Master's student or as a result of impressions of her general appearance; i.e.
groomed and healthy), the knowledge that the researcher is a student (which may imply

that she has not yet been a working professional as a result of her age and student status),
a similarity in background to the subjects (all are Master's level students from a similar

socio-economic and geographic background), and along similar lines, an assumption that
the researcher has an'oease" of place in society based on a combination of many of these
factors that would create an automatic bias to some of the questions.

In addition to these assumptions, there may be additional assumptions about the
research itself, particularly about the three different

"looks". For example, Look #2, the

casual look, may not be seen as inappropriate in certain work places. This may be due to
the prevalence of a more casual workplace or it may be a result of some of the unalterable
factors such as; the subject's impression of the age of the researcher and the
appropriateness of this look based on the researcher's age.
Possible generalizations

will be discussed

of the research.
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along with assumptions in the findings

Results

will be analyzed first. The questionnaire

The post-interview questionnaire

administered to the subjects consisted of eleven multiple-choice questions. The results

will be tallied for each of the three images

presented separately and then summarized as

a

whole.

Part 1-Subiect O uestionnaires

l.

Do youfeel that the researcher wils frppropriately dressed to conduct
this interview?
Look #1: P rofessional
I

Yes

tt

Female

X

/.

alld

n

r

remale

X

1" Male

2no

X

X

Male

No
Can't Determine

Look #2: Casual

Yes

ltt
X

Female

2'o Female

Jofd

X

X

n

r

remate

Male

X

No
Can't Determine

Look #3: P rovocative

r

rStn

Yes

No
Can't Determine

1

r emale

2no Female

nIO n

X

X

J

,

r emate

Male

X
X

If no. please explain: Short skirt, low cut blouse. Top too low cut. Would have
recommended business attire, e.g. a suit or sweater and slacks.
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2.

Which word best describes yoarJirst impression of the reseurcher:
Look #1: P rofessional

" Female
X
l

Professional
Sloppy
Inappropriate
Unremarkable

nlld n
/.
temale

l " Male

2no

X

X

X

r

Male

Look #2: Casual

Professional
Sloppy
Inappropriate
Unremarkable

1" Female

nlld
.t

X

x

n

r

r emale

,rfCl n

J

r

remale

X

Male

X

Look #3:
rStn

r f emale

Professional
Sloppy
Inappropriate
Unremarkable
*

r

2no Female

J

X

X

rf(l

r

r

r emate

Male

x

X

I't Female wrote in: "Neckline too low, stockings not appropriate for business"
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3.

Based on this impression, which environment do you believe the
reseurcheF's interview ensemble most suitable for?
Look #1: Professional

An outdoor/sporty env ironment
A bar/restaurant
A corporate office
I wasn't able to tell

l " Female

alld
/.

X

X

n

I

remate

1" Male

2no

X

X

Male

Look #2: Casual
l

An outdoor/sporty environment
A bar/restaurant
A corporate office
I wasn't able to tell

"

F

emale

2nd

Female

Jnf0

n

r

r emale

Male

X

X

X
X

Look #3:

tive

l " Female

/.

aflOn

r

remate

afdn

J

r

r emate

Male

An outdoor/sporty environment

A bar/restaurant
A corporate office
I wasn't able to tell

X

X
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X
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4.

Did the appenrance of the researcher make you feel any of the
following:
Look #l: Professional
l

" Female

alld
/.

n

1

remate

1" Male

2no

Male

X

Hesitant
Relaxed

x

Confident
Uncomfortable
Bored
Excited

X

X

X

Embarrassed

Look #2: Casual
rSt n

l I emaleI
Hesitant
Relaxed

Confident
Uncomfortable
Bored
Excited

2no Female

x

J
rf(l

n

r

remate

Male

X
X

X

X
X

Embarrassed
{<1

Female wrote in, "Did not influence at

all"

Look #3 : Provocative
1't Female

Hesitant
Relaxed

Confident
Uncomfortable
Bored
Excited

2nd

Female

Jald

n

1

.Female

Male

X

X

Embarrassed
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X

X

5.

Do youfeel, based on your visual impression, that the researcher
possessed any of these qualities:
Look #1: Professional
rStn

I
Intelligence
Humor
Compassion
Narcissism

r

remate

/.

aIlO n

r

remate

X

1" Male

2no

X

x

Male

X

Status

Sensibility
Moral Character
Individuality
Leadership

x
x

X

X

X

Ability

Organization
Sex Appeal
Motivation

X

X

Look #2: Casual

r

rStn

Intelligence
Humor
Compassion
Narcissism

l

r emale

arldn

z

r

r emate

Jrld

n

r

r emate

Male

X

x

x

X

Status

Sensibility
Moral Character
Individuality

X
X

Leadership Ability
Organization

x

X

X
X
X

X

Sex Appeal

Motivation
X
t3 Female wrote in: "Did not evaluate."
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X

Look #3: Provocative
rSt n

I

1

Iemate

/.

a[l0

n

r

remale

x

Intelligence
Humor
Compassion
Narcissism

Jald

n

r

r emale

Male

X

Status

Sensibility
Moral Character
Individuality
Leadership Ability
Organization
Sex Appeal
Motivation

X
X
X
X

X

X
X
X

6.

What, rf any, based on your impression of the researcher do you feel
the resewcher lucked?
Look #1: Professional

1" Female

allCl
/.

n

r

remale

1't Male

2nd Male

Intelligence
Humor
Compassion
Narcissism

X

Status

Sensibility
Moral Character
Individuality
Leadership Abilitv
Organization
Sex Appeal
Motivation
*2nd Female wrote

in: 'oCan't say based on interview."
lacking."

*l't Male wrote in: "Nothing
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Look #2: Casual
l

tt

Female

nrIOr
/.
f emate
r

Jrfdn I emale
r

Male

Intelligence
Humor
Compassion
Narcissism

X

Status

Sensibility
Moral Character
Individuali ty
Leadership

Ability

Organization
Sex Appeal
Motivation

"Did not evalu ate."
Male wrote in: "Nothing felt lacking!"

3'd Female wrote in:

Look#3: Provocative

Itt Female

/.

nI"Idn

r

remale

3'o Female

Male

Intelligence
Humor
Compassion
Narcissism
Status

Sensibility
Moral Character
Individuality
Leadership Ability

X

X

X
X

x
X

on
Sex Appeal

Motivation
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7.

Does the fact that the researcher is a women intluence your answers
to any af the above questions?

Look #1: Professional
I

Yes

tt

Female

2"o Female

1" Male

2no

X

X

X

x

No

Male

If Yes, please explain: lst Female:l automaticall y give women the benefit of the doubt.

Look #2: Casual
rStn

r
I Iemale

al]0

X

X

/.

n

r

remate

Jnfdn r emale

Male

X

X

r

Yes

No

Look #3: Provocative
I

*t

Female

2nd

Female

r

r emale

Yes- nle ase explain:

Male

X

X

If

n

X

Yes

No

JnIO
X

Male: The'oB" word, initial of bitch.
2nd

Female: I believe the way a woman dresses has a big

impact.
3'd Female: If a man came to a business inappropriately
dressed, I would respond the same.

n."}

JJ

8. If the researcher uppeared differently to !oH, would your answers to

the above questions be

dffirent?

Look #1: Professional
tt

l

Yes

Female

X

Itt Male

2no

X

X

2no Female

Male

X

No
Depends

Look #2: Casual
1t' Female

a[1O n
l
/.
f emale

3'd Female

X

X

X

Male

Yes

No
Depends

X

Look #3: Provocative
I

*t

Female

Yes

No

a[1O n
r
/.
remale

J+Id

X

X

n

r

-remale

Male

X

Depends

X

9.

Based on your Jirst impression of her fippefirnnce, do you think the
resefircher would be suttably dressed for an office environment?
Loo k #1: Professional
l

Yes

tt

X

Female

2no Female

1" Male

2no

X

X

X

No
Doesn't Matter
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Male

Loo k#2: Casual

Yes

I't Female
X

2no Female

J
afd

n

i

remale

Male

X

X

No
Doesn't Matter

X

Look #3: Provocative
1" Female

2nd

Female

3'o Female

Male

x

X

Yes

No
Doesn't Matter

X
X

10. If you were interviewing

the researcher for il position in your
compuny, would the image she presented cause you to:
Look #1: Professional

Think she was a qualified candidate
Think she was not a ualified candidate
Have no effect
Cause
to
ire further review

l " Female

nfldn

X

X

/.

r

remale

l " Male
X

2nd

Male

X

Look #2: Casual
1tt Female

Think she was a qualified candidate
Think she was not a qualified candidate
Have no effect
Cause you to require further review

/.

afl(l

x
X

35

n

r

remate

Jnfd

n

r

r emale

Male

X

x

Look #3:

tive
rSt n

r
Think she was a ualified candidate
Think she was not a ualified candidate
Have no effect
Cause
utore uire further review

l

/.

alld

r emale

n

1

remale

,'rfd n

J

r

Male

r emale

X
X
X

X

11.

In your interaction with the researcher, how big a role did her
image play in your perception?
Look #1: Professional
It la
AV
role
It did not influence me
I was influenced by it, but it ended up not
a

in the

th

1o

It influenced m

run
on, but I i

tt

l st Female

2nd Female

l

X

X

X

rt

Male

2no

X

Male

X

Look #2 : Casual
I st

It la
av bi role
It did not influence me
I was influenced by it, but it ended up not
thin s in the lon run
It influenced m
e
o but I
it

Female

2nd Female

X

x

Jrfd

n

r

remate

X

Male

X

Look #3: Provocative
I st

It la
AV
bi role
It did not influence me
I was influenced by it, but it ended up not
th

s in the lon

It influenced m

e

Female

2nd Female

+fd n
5
I emale
r

Male

X
X

run

ion, but I

x

ored it
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Summary of Look #1 : Professional

With this image, there was a strong tendency towards overall consensus amongst
the subjects.

All of the subjects felt that the image was appropriate for a corporate

environment and all subjects replied that it was professional and that she was suitably
dressed for an office environment.

In an interesting juxtaposition, the subjects answered that the actual appearance
of the researcher made them feel both relaxed and hesitant/uncomfortable. The majority

of subjects felt that based on the visual impression presented, the image conveyed
intelligence, sensibility, and organization. The only specific quality that one subject
listed was lacking was status. With this image 3 out of 4 subjects chose not to list any
lacking qualities or "couldn't say".
There were more mixed responses regarding the following questions: whether

if

the researcher appeared differently the answers would be different, or if based on the
researcher being a woman, the answers to the questions would be

different. However,

this mixture of responses may imply an overall sense of neutrality on these issues.
Lastly, there was again, overall consensus on the subjects believing this image
conveyed a qualified candidate. And all stated that they were influenced by this image

but it did not affect things in the long run.
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Su m m arv

of

k#2: Casual

With this image all of the subjects agreed that the researcher was appropriately
dressed for this interview and that the overall impression was professional. When

it

came to which environment was more appropriate for this image the answers were more

evenly dispersed amongst outdoor/sporty environment, a corporate office, and being
unable to determine.

With this image, the appearance of the researcher made all of the subjects feel
relaxed and confident. The majority of subjects felt that the researcher possessed the

qualities of intelligence, compassion, sensibility, leadership ability and motivation.
Again, the only quality that one subject listed as lacking was status. Also, with this
image, 3 out of 4 subjects did not list any lacking qualities or "no answer". It should be
noted that one subject listed "did not evaluate" for any characteristics. It is the
hypothesis of the researcher that the intention of this image was not to cultivate a look

of

"status", unlike image #1.

All of the subjects answered

that the fact that the researcher was a woman did not

influence the answers to any of the questions. However, the majority said that if the
researcher appeared differently they might have answered the questions differently.

Most interestingly, all subjects stated the image was suitable for an office
environment, or that it didn't matter. They also said that the image would lead them to
believe that the image presented was that of a qualified candidate for employment or that

it didn't matter. Lastly, the majority believed that this image did not influence their
perception of the researcher.
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Summarv of Look #3: Provocative

With this look, the majority of subjects felt that it was inappropriate attire for the
interview. Most even wrote in additional comments such as "top too low", "short skirt"
and that they would have recommended something else. The majority of subjects
answered that this image was more appropriate for a bar or restaurant.

The majority of subjects answered that this image made them feel uncomfortable,

with one subject indicating that they felt relaxed. The only majority characteristic that
the subjects attached to this image was that of sex appeal, with motivation and

intelligence listed by half of the subjects. A majority of subjects also answered that the
researcher lacked sensibility. And one subject also listed status, individuality, and

leadership ability as lacking.

The subjects answered both yes and no to whether the fact that the researcher was
a woman influenced

them. And the majority stated that if the researcher appeared

differently their answers would be different.
The majority of subjects answered that this image would cause them to require

further review if the researcher were a job candidate and none of the subjects answered
that they would think she was a qualified candidate. Lastly, the majority answered that

this image influenced their perception but that they ignored it, with one subject writing in
that they would try to give her the benefit of the doubt.
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Study Conclusions

The intention was that look

#l would inspire confidence

and motivation.

However, one subject felt that it made her uncomfortable. It could be interpreted that the
level of professionalism presented was for some, reassuring, and for others bordering on
too rigid, making people either very comfortable or very uncomfortable, depending on

their interpretation of the image. It could also be generalized that, in alignment with prior
research on the subject, the respondents felt that this look implied "too much" authority
and therefore evoked a negative connotation. Also, as one of the discussed assumptions,

the subjects may have expected someone who looked more like a student and less
corporate, therefore conveying an uncomfortably formal persona. However, the overall

interpretation was that of a competent professional.
Another interesting conclusion of the research on Look

I

is that subjects felt this

Iook lacked status. Some possible intelpretations of this may be that based on the
situation, the subject did not feel that professionalism was related to status, or perhaps
that the researcher simply did not possess the qualities that they associated with o'status",

with the strong possibility of the age (under 30 years old) of the researcher, the
knowledge that she is a student or the assumption of her being at the start of her career, as
being unalterable factors.

It was the intention of the research to present Look I as the only appropriate look
for the situation, although this did not become the result. Instead, the most consistent
results were with Looks

I

and2. In fact, many of the responses were surprisingly

similar. This creates and interesting summary of the research on Look 2. The intention
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was that the subjects felt Look 2 was overly casual. However, the research clearly
indicates that most of the subjects did not feel this way and interpreted Look 2 as
competent and almost equally appropriate for an office environment as Look

l.

Some possible reasons for this may be again, related to unalterable factors, such
as the age

of the researcher. We can generalize that the subjects may have held the belief

that a younger person has a more casual appearance, or that being young gives you the

benefit of the doubt. Additionally, the fact that the researcher was known to all subjects
to be a student could have been a factor in the way the subjects processed information.
There is also the possibility that the subjects did not expect to encounter anything but
someone dressed casually. Some of these factors may be related to the overall trend of a

more casual office environment, even to the extent that an intentionally overly casual
image does not have any influence. Some confirmation of this theory is the research
conclusion that this image created an overall neutral or positive professional association.

Look 2 should have been unacceptable for an office environment; howeyer it was found
simply to be inoffensive.
The most substantially different views were associated with Look

3.

The majority

of the subjects felt that this look was inappropriate for all facets, the office, the interview,
or as a job candidate. This look overwhelmingly made people uncomfortable and
subjects interpreted this image as having a lack of good sense. Although, this look had
clear connotations, some subjects were willing to give the researcher the benefit of the
doubt regardless. Again, this may be attributed to external factors or an association with
unalterable factors. The intention of this image was to be provocative; however, as stated

initially, none of these images were meant to be obviously costumed or clearly out of the
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ordinary in any way. The fact that the subjects so clearly interpreted this image the way
they did, shows that a provocative look has a much higher overall negative impact than
the relatively neutral and positive "too" casual look, or the virtually non-existent negative
impact of the professional look.
The research leads to the conclusion that a professional look and a casual look
have mostly positive connotations, with the casual look being either positive or neutral,

while the provocative look had almost entirely negative connotations. It seems as though
the fact that the researcher was a woman only played a role when the image presented
was a provocative one. In the casual image it did not play a role whatsoever. There
seemed to be no difference in the responses of male subjects compared to female

subjects. Both sexes seemed to interpret the images with the same conclusions.

Part 2-Interview Ouestions

In this portion of the study, subjects were asked a series of eight different
questions on the topic of image and leadership. The intention of the interview questions
was

two-fold. The main purpose that the questions served was

as a guise

to conduct

a

face-to-face interview with the researcher so that data could be gathered for the image

study. A secondary purpose was served in the collection of anecdotal information
regarding the overall research

topic. The subjects' answers to the questions will be listed,

and then overall themes analyzed.
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l.

Name some of the leaders who have influenced you in your work and life.

.
.
.
.
.
.
e
t
.
.
.
.
.
2.

6'h grade teacher
Entrepreneurs
Manager of I't job, made work fun
Rags to riches types

Aunt,Grandmother,Mother-in-law
Servant leaders
Leaders who teach
Dalai Lama, someone who could lead from exile
Father- was a pastor
High school English teacher
Former boss-had technical and people skills
J.F.K, we are servants of one another, secular
Paul Wellstone

What are some of the characteristics of leaders whom you believe to be successfut
in their leadership?

.
o
.
.
t
.
.
.
.
t
.
.
.
.
.
.
e
.
.
.
e
e
.

Pro-Active
Daring entrepreneur
Possessing depth of thought
Personable-People Oriented, good listener, caring
Very intelligent, quick study, absorb and understand massive amounts of
information
Can make decisions without needing all the evidence
Concerned about people
Not a micromanager
Very energetic
Open minded
Easy to get along with
Speaks to you, not down at you
Will go to bat for you
Will give you the tools to succeed
Truthful to themselves and others, virtuous character, ethical
Passionate

Good communicator, can relay their vision
Pushes for results

Does not settle for mediocrity
Servant leader, self-less

Outgoing, confident, well-spoken, poise
High standards, leads by example and action
Macro-leader (allows direction without doing the work for you)
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o
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
e
.
3.

Goes beyond having just technical competency
Has an understanding of where you are coming from

Builds a strong work community
Foresight, both technical and human
Follow-through
Savvy in political and organizational management
Strength
Visionary, able to get people to follow them
Humor
Calm in the face of a storm
Knows about details and the big picture

Tell me some of the ways your degree in leadership has influencedyour
perceptions of the practice of leadership.

.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
o
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.

Awareness of constant change and the need to adapt
Complexity theory (from Larry Crockett's course)
Leadership can take many different forms. There are some commonalities
amongst leadership types, but it is also influenced by the
eralcontext/demands.
You can't always get what you want, share resources
It re-enforced the importance of understanding all the pieces
Leadership is an internal quality
A leader needs to be centered and have a good self concept, you need to
feel good about yourself
Awareness of what kinds of leadership people are practicing
Understanding of ethics
Tools to use when working with people

Getting buy-in
Playing to people's strenglhs
Much more savvy about the politics of leadership
Win battles, not wars
Supervising people is a fine art
Seeing the world as more "grey" than black and white
Better decision making because you have more information and more to
consider
Initially specific to work, now more all-encompassing
Aware of lack of leadership
Admiration of natural leaders
Position does not necessarily equal good leadership
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4.

What are some of the biggest challenges women in leadershipface?

.
.
.

Getting "in there"
Financial equality
Women are collaborative, don't want to stand out, but they need to lead,
need to take risks, don't be afraid to be unpopular
. Women need budgeting skills, understanding of spreadsheets, Excel, and
power point
o Command respect
. Strength can sometimes be seen as shrillness or being too strident, Men
can be strong and assertive, but women who are strong are seen as a bitch,
assertive is not always seen as good
. Old stereotypes that are still there
' Children are a challenge, managing worlClife balance, judgment about the
choice to work instead of staying home with children, or judgment about
not being married, the perception that family comes before work
. Simply, being a woman
. Why is a woman thinking like a man?
e The definition of "male success" vs. "female success,,
'. Money/ worth, a woman should walk away if it is not equal with a man's
Age gives us examples, been working 37 years and things haven't changed
much
. Can a woman play hardball?
' Getting their voice heard and being taken seriously, a woman has to
demonstrate her abilities more and have more character
. Glass ceiling
' Some organizations employ mostly or only women, but are still run by
men, not as many women in top positions
Leadership style, many women have a preference to be "feeling" oriented,
'business
is a more logical profession, women need to not disengage logic
. How do you influence without status?
. People don't often let people be themselves
e Being respected for what they bring to the table, not being "seen" as their
gender, women have to work harder to prove anything and must do it over and
over
' Men who have daughters want their daughters to do well, but do not help
female colleagues to do the same
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5. Describe how your own leadership

role challenges and influences your

perceptions af people.

.
.

Constant change, adaptation, frustration that things MUST change
As a leader you must work very hard to grasp the subject matter and be an

.
e
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.

"expert"
Not competitive with colleagues
Fairness: call it as you see it
Abundance theory: there is more than enough to go around
It has helped in dealing with people at the same level or below
Made it more frustrating dealing with higher ups
Like variety, working with people in completely different environments
Being able to switch gears and work in different roles
Learned not just from schoolwork
Don't emulate bad leadership characteristics
Be on top of the game so others take it seriously
MAL sets the whole premise of how to work with people
Treat people like you would like to be treated
MAL gives tools to be organized, not intimidated
"You have to understand your power"
Don't use power for disrespect, awareness of power relationships
A leader can be part of the totem pole
Careful not to be dictatorial, high expectations but responsibility for

.
.
.
6.

actions

Helping people feel good about where they need to go
You need to get to know people if you are their leader
Used to think it was all about position, title doesn't always mean leader

Do you believe that image plays a role in your perceptions of someone's
le

ade

.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.

rship c apab i I itie s ?
Absolutely!
You need to dress the part, clothes need to be appropriate for the
environment
It gets you in the door
First impressions are always important
Yes, people tend to judge a book by its cover
Being attractive gets you an ear, but you need to back it up with smarts
Clothes are not as important as confidence is
Non-verbal cues are important too
The number one thing is how you speak, you need proper grammar
Presentation * knowledge: comfort
How people behave in private becomes how they behave in public
A good image doesn't always denote a quality employee
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.
.
.
7.

Someone who doesn't dress for success presents a different image, this
usually correlates to how long they will stay in the leadership position
Some people are unaware of their poor taste
"l try not to let someone's image play a role in how I see them."

What are some of the ways that leaders can use their image to influence

perception?

.
.
.
r
.
.
o
.
.
.
o
e
.
.
t
o
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.

Initial receptivity, first impression management
If corporate, look successful with expensive things
older leaders have more of an impact with their presentation
"I want to believe in substance before style."
It's hard to take someone seriously if they do not act serious
Sexy does not equal credible
Posture

The president cannot be business casual, needs higher standards
Look at the care of someone's shoes

Modesty: women need to dress appropriately
Leadership is really powerful
Be the kind of person you want others to aspire to, raise the bar
Lead by example
You can emulate the behavior you want to come back to you
You have to be able to relate
You can tell when someone has an important meeting based on their
clothes
You can be what image you put out
We want our leaders to be perfect, flaws turn us off
Visual and auditory have to match
Untidiness can cancel out communication
You can't maintain a false image, "know thyself'
Politicians: each one trying to look more presidential
Mix it up, show more than one side of yourself
Dress to the level you want to get to
Generally important to be fit, being very overweight is detrimental
Being alert and focused when people talk
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8. If youfeel image is important,

o
.
.
.
o
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
.
r
.
.
.

explain your reasoning,

There is a connection between image and message
You get taken more seriously

More likely to be helped/worked with
Image gets you in the door, but you need skills to be successful, Image is
more than just physical
It's just the way society is
A normal image makes things easier
Expectations change with generations (young grads with purple hair and
piercings)
Someone dressed nicely takes their role seriously, an interviewee needs to
be dressed up
Being petite, you will get more respect if you dress with authority
Use your image when you have to
The minute someone walks in you make a judgment
Teachers who guide adolescents are ingrained in young minds
A yoga instructor who is overweight does not make a good impression
A leader is usually chosen by the people they are leading
A leader is someone who exemplifies the best, a cut above the rest
When you look at communication 70-80% is nonverbal
The message and messenger need to be in sync
It shows what is important to you
First impressions carry more weight than they should, they are difficult to
overcome, image is the first thing you see, a lasting impression, you may
not get another shot
You have control over how you present yourself

Summary of Themes of Interview Questions
Asking the subjects the interview questions served two-fold. It was a way to
spend enough time to make an impression of the researcher in order to complete the post-

interview questionnaire regarding the various looks, and it served as a way to get
additional anecdotal information about leadership studies and the role of image in female
leadership. Through the collection of this information, several commonalities of
leadership themes emerged amongst the subjects.
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In analyzing the answers to the

interview questions, there are some things that can and cannot be generalized about the
subject's answers.
When talking about the leaders who have influenced them, most of the subjects
listed people that they had worked with or worked for, many listed family members, but

very few people named popular historical leaders or other public figures. When asked
some of the characteristics of successful leaders, many of the subjects gave similar
responses, and the subjects all had many responses to this

question. Many of the

common themes centered on community, passion, communication, and the ability to get

things done. Many of the subjects also stated that their degree in leadership opened their
eyes to the world around them. The degree seemed to play an even larger role in subjects

who had been in the work force for some time prior to getting their degree.
When discussing challenges of women in leadership, again, several overall
themes emerged.

All

subjects (regardless of their other answers to the post-interview

questionnaire) felt that women had a more difficult time being successful in the

workplace. The balance of work life and home life was regarded as a major issue, as well
as

old fashioned ideas about the capabilities of women in management positions. Many

also listed that intrinsic qualities associated with most women, such as compassion and
harmony actually acted as a hindrance to women moving up the work ladder. But most
subjects agreed that the work world views very confident and achieving women as too
strident or too "bitchy". The subjects seemed to generalize the somewhat "masculine"

traits of being bold and assertive, were always seen as negatively impacting impressions

of females.
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Again, despite answers to the post-interview questionnaire, almost all of the
subjects agreed that image definitely plays a role in how they view someone's leadership

capabilities. Most stated that the non-verbal interactions they had with people were just
as

telling as other ways of relating. And when asked why image is important, most

subjects responded that

it is 'Just the way it is".

As with Part 1 of the study, the subjects may have had preconceived ideological
stances on these topics, perhaps without even realizing

it and these similar biases may

already be in place. First, based on the socio-economic status and similar geographic
surroundings of the subjects, their answers to the questions would most likely be filtered

through a specific world view. In addition, all of the participants were prior Master's
degree students in the Leadership program, therefore their answers to the questions would
be undoubtedly influenced by their own personal experiences. The generalizations that

the subjects may have made in their answers would also be extensions of their own
unalterable factors such as age, gender, and so on.

conclusions and Recommendations for Further study

In a world where image is a pervasive part of society, existing knowledge related
to the topic researched shows that the presentation of a personal image plays a critical
role in the psychological, gender-based and leadership-oriented perceptions of a person.
The existing research shows us that image is notable, even more so in the role of female
leaders.
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The research of this study comes to a similar conclusion as those before

it:

that

image does play a role, and that being a woman is a factor in some perceptions. In this
instance, the research was based on the same person and was judged by several different

people, many of whom came to the same conclusions. This leads us to ask, was it the
person or the image that made a difference? In this cass we can assume it was the image
since the person remained the same. But what does this mean for leaders and for women

in particular?
Some of the more unexpected results of the study offer interesting implications

for future study. The idea that the presentation of Look 2 was as well received as Look I
implies a preference for an image that is inoffensive and that seems to convey an
appearance of

conviviality. It would be worth exploring further to find out if this

preference is related to gender or an overall preference for a low-key appearance. Does

this, perhaps, relate to the idea that a leader not look too much like a leader (Locke and

Anderson,20l0)? This preference may also imply
casual

a bias toward an age-orientation to a

look. Further study in age-related image could find differing conclusions.
Additionally, the strong reaction to participants in regard to Look 3, which was

the only look in which sexiness was a factor, may imply that female sexuality was a key

factor in the subject's perceptions. As stated in the description of the study, although the
look was intended to convey a heightened sense of sexu ality, it was in no way a
caricature. Does this imply a bias toward de-sexualized or de-feminized qualities in
women in the workplace? Further research on the topic could explore the preference for
a more gender neutral image in female leadership.

5l

Also of note, is the juxtaposition between the results of the qualitative interviews
in regards to the role of women in leadership, and the results of the "Looks" portion of
the study. The answers from the study's anecdotal questions implied that women in
general have a more difficult time navigating the terrain of leadership in the workplace.

However, the results of the "Looks" portion question, in regards to if whether the
researcher was a woman impacted their perception of her abilities, was a conclusive "no".

Therefore, the same people answering the questions about the researcher, suggested
through their interviews, something different. Perhaps this is due to a cultivated lack

of

bias, although in the personal experiences of the participants they have experienced bias.

This implies that there may be a need for further study to be done in the area of women's
own perception of themselves in leadership roles. Additionally, it could be studied
whether female leaders judged their own performance more critically than that of others.
There are a few additional ways in which the conclusions of this study could be
expanded upon by related material. First, studies of the available ways to change or avoid
negative connotations of one's image would be very applicable in the continuation
research on this

of

topic. As we saw, with the results of Look 3, even a small amount of

negative association in the perceptions of the participants, lead to some very strong
conclusions.
There is little information on the topic of image, as it relates to gender in the

workplace, which analyzes workplaces where traditional women's roles are either not
applicable, or not a factor (such as an office where all of the staff members are female).

In doing a study of this nature, it may offer a means to de-sexualize women in a way that
makes gender in the workplace a non-issue and would dismiss a bias toward gender as a
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factor in leadership perception. Additionally, it would be fascinating to examine the
relevance of image in a broad cross-section of careers, exploring everything from music
and art to science and business.

Overall, the most critical issue raised by the research study is the idea that
perception may sometimes trump reality. So, the question remains, what can one do to
assure that an accurate impression is made and that one's

skills and abilities are relayed

in an unbiased manner?
To illustrate this point and show how research is beginning to further delve into
this area, I reference a recent study showing how, through the use of cosmetics, women
can alter and improve their perceived image. The New York Times evaluates this study in

which people judged potential workplace competency by looking at pictures of several
women who were wearing different levels of make-up (Lewis

201l).

Some of the

pictures of women had no make-up, some had a o'professional" level and others had

"glamorous" levels of make-up on. Regardless of the woman herself the study indicated
that people judged the pictures of the women who were made-up to be more work-ready.

In fact, they felt that these women would be more competent. The idea was that,
although the images held different interpretations, the thing that mattered to people was
that the made-up women looked as though they put fonh effort in their appearance. They
translated this effort into the desire and ability to perform well in
was that

if

she put

a

job setting. The logic

effort into herself she will put effort into the things she is asked to do

in the workplace.
This article illustrates one way that, through an awareness of your image as a
projection of your ability, you can make best use of the opportunity you have to make an
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impression. The Lewis (2011) study is an excellent example of the kind of research that is

helpful to those women pursuing leadership roles by researching something tangible and

familiar. Only the individual can truly make choices about a look or an image that they
wish to project, and we know, though research, that those choices do carry meaning.
Women who would like to pursue leadership roles in their professional life should
use this information to garner an understanding

of how they may tailor their image to

match their capabilities. In the future, it is important to understand and to keep pursuing
ways that women can gain greater ability and understanding of the power of image in

leadership. There has not been a time in history when how you look does not matter. But
now, more than ever before, women have the ability to pursue and cultivate skills that

will take them to greater levels of leadership in society.
a carefully planned

Perhaps a little bit of lipstick and

outfit can be the key to opening doors even wider. A woman who

wishes to pursue a leadership role would not be remiss in understanding this ability of the
external to affect the internal.

A hope is that this research opens doors for future exploration. A more holistic
approach to leadership which incorporates both external and internal qualities could be
the next step in research on this topic and the implications may lead us to a more intimate

level of understanding between ourselves, society and our role as leaders.
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Appendix

Recruitment Letter
tt/26t2007

Dear Sir/Madam,

Thank you for taking the time to read this letter. I am writing to you to ask if you
would be willing to participate in a brief informational interview and questionnaire. I
have chosen you from a list of alumni from the Augsburg College Master of Arts in
Leadership (MAL) program. I am a current student in the MAL program, and I am
conducting research for my final thesis project.
The title of my thesis is "Image and Ability: The Role of Image in Female
Leadership". I would like to interview you briefly to discuss your perception of
leadership characteristics and why they are important. The interview should take no more
than 15 minutes of your time. There will be a brief questionnaire following the
interview.
All responses will be kept confidential and every attempt will be made to
maintain your anonymity. The questionnaire will have no reference made to your current
employment, and the interview questions are for my research purposes only.
I am willing and able to travel to your place of work during business hours at a
time that is convenient for you. If you prefer, we can also meet on campus at Augsburg
College in a private meeting room. Participation is completely voluntary and if you
chose to participate, please contact me and I will send you a consent form and consent
statement as is required by the Institutional Review Board.
If you would like to participate, you may contact me at my work phone, 612-3301743. My voicemail line is confidential and you may leave a message if I am not
available. You may also contact me via email at nugent@,augsburg.edu. If you prefer to
mail me a confidential response my contact address is:

Emily Nugent
Campus Box 65
2211 Riverside Ave
Minneapolis, MN 55454
You participation would be greatly appreciated and I look forward to your response.
Thank you in advance for your time.
Sincerely,

Emily Nugent
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Consent Form

and A

e in Femal
CONSENT FORM

You are invited to be in a research study of the perception of leadership capabilities based on the study of
image and the implications of personal image on leadership characteristics. You were selected as a
possible participant because you are an alumni/alumnus of the Augsburg College Master of Arts in
Leadership program and are familiar with the requirements and leadership study pertaining to that degree.
We ask that you read this form and ask any questions you may have before agreeing to be in the study.
This study is being conducted by me, Emily Nugent, as part of my master's project in leadership at
Augsburg College. My advisor is Norma Noonan, Director of the Master of Arts in Leadership program.
Background

I

nformation:

The purpose of this study is to question the experience of working professionals and their interpretation
how one's personal image affects one's perceived leadership capabilities.

of

Procedures:
agree to be in this study, we would ask you to do the following things: Participate in a brief, informal
interview, conducted by the researcher. The interview should take no more than fifteen minutes time and will be
followed by a brief questionnaire.

If you

Risks and Benefits of Being in the Study:
The study has minimal risks: First, you may be asked to answer questions pertaining to your personal
opinions about appearance and the appearance of others you work with. You may feel that some questions
are personal in nature; Secondly, you may feel that to answer questions honestly you must give
uncomfortable opinions about employee/employer relationships and question your own physical
characteristics. It is very likely that one or more questions will potentially involve these risks.

The direct benefits to participation are an increased awareness ofthe issue of image perception and an
increased knowledge of this particular leadership study. There is no direct monetary benefit.

Indirect benefits to participation will be similar to the direct benefits, including potential contribution to
your knowledge.

Confidentiality:
The records of this study will be kept confidential. If I publish any type of report, I will not include any
information that will make it possible to identifii you. All data will be kept in a locked file in my home;
only I will have access to the raw data. It is possible that my advisor, Norma Noonan will read portions of
the raw data, as part of the thesis writing and review process. If the research is terminated for any reason,
all data will be destroyed. While I will make every effort to ensure confidentiality, anonymity cannot be
guaranteed.

Raw data will be destroyed no sooner than 3 years after final approval of this thesis project.

Voluntary Nature of the Study:
Your decision whether or not to participate will not affect your cuffent or future relations with Augsburg
College, the MAL Program, or me. If you decide to participate, you are free to withdraw at any time
without affecting those relationship s.
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Contacts and Questions:
The researcher conducting this study is Emily Nugent. You may ask any questions you have now. If you
have questions later, you may contact me at (612)-799-6967.
My advisor is Dr. Norma Noonan, Professor of Political Science. <noonan@aussburg. ; 612 330-1 198.
You will be given a copy of this form to keep for your records.
Statement of Consent:

I have read the above information or have had it read to me. I have received answers to questions asked. I
consent to participate in the study.

Signature
Date
Signature of investigator

Date
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Research Study "Looks"

Look #l-Used for one female, one male subject
-White button down shin
-Grey suit jacket
-Grey suit pants
-Black pumps
-Black stockings
-Hair, down, neatly styled, straight
-Pearl necklace

Look #2-Used for one female, one male subject
-Army green sweat pants with small stain
-White t-shirt
-Yellow faded hoodie
-White socks
-Athletic shoes
-Hair in a messy ponytail

Look #3-Used for one female, one male subject
-Low-cut blaclClacy camisole (revealing cleavage)
-Red 3/4 sleeve, fitted cardigan
-Black skirt (short, but not mini)
-Flesh-tone stockings
-Beige high heels, (4+ inches)
-Large gold hoop earrings
-Hair down, in a styled fashion

6l

Subject Interview Questions for the Face-to-Face Interviews

1.

Name some of the leaders who have influenced you in your work and tife.

2.

What are some of the characteristics of leaders whom you believe to successful in
their leadership?

3. Tell me some of the ways your degree in leadership has influenced your
perceptions of the practice of leadership.

4.

What are some of the biggest challenges women in leadership face?

5.

Describe how your own leadership role challenges and influences your
perceptions of people.

6.

Do you believe that image plays a role in your perceptions of someone's
leadership capabilities?

7.

What are some of the ways that leaders can use their image to influence
perception?

8. If you feel image is important, explain your reasoning.
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Post-Interview Subject Questionnaire
When questionnaire has been completed, please place in the envelope provided and seal
the envelope. Return the envelope to researcher upon completion.
12. Do you feel that the researcher was appropriately dressed to conduct this

interview?

A. Yes
B. No
C. Can't determine
If no, please explain
13. Which word best describes your first impression of the researcher:

A.
B.
C.
D.

Professional
Sloppy
Inappropriate
Unremarkable

14. Based on this impression, which environment do you believe the researcher's

interview ensemble most suitable for?
A. An outdoor/sporty environment
B. A bar/restaurant
C. A corporate office
D. I wasn't able to tell
15.

Did the appearance of the researcher make you feel any of the following:

I

Hesitant
Relaxed

!

Confident
Uncomfortable
Bored
Excited

n
n

I

n

tr

Embarrassed

16. Do you feel, based on your visual impression, that the researcher possessed any
these qualities:

!
I
tr
tr

Intelligence
Humor
Compassion
Narcissism

n

Status

!
!

Sensibility
Moral Character
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of

n Individuality

!

Leadership ability

tr
tr

Organization
Sex Appeal
Motivation

n

17. What, if any, based on your impression of the researcher do you feel the
researcher lacked?

X Intelligence
tr Humor
tr Compassion
n Narcissism
tr Status
tr Sensibility
tr Moral Character

n Individuality
n Leadership ability
tr
tr

!

Organization
Sex Appeal
Motivation

18. Does the fact that the researcher is a women influence your answers to any of the

above questions?

A. Yes
B. No
If Yes, please explain
19.

If the researcher appeared differently to you, would your answers to the above
questions be different?

A. Yes
B. No
C.

Depends

20. Based on your first impression of her appearance, do you think the researcher
would be suitably dressed for an office environment?
A. Yes

B. No
C. Doesn't
2l

matter

.If you were interviewing

the researcher for a position in your company, would the
image she presented cause you to:
A. Think she is a qualified candidate
B. Think she was not a qualified candidate
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C. Have no effect
D. Cause you to require

further review

22.\n your interaction with the researcher, how big a role did her image play in your
perception?
A. It played a very big role

B. It did not influence me
C. I was influenced by it, but it ended up not affecting things in the long run
D. It influenced my perception, but I ignored it
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